Get your Hands Dirty: Personalisation for whom? by Carroll, Fiona et al.
Get your Hands Dirty: Personalisation for whom?

Rita Kop, Clare Woodward and Fiona Carroll

Abstract
What is meant by the term ‘personalisation’ in online education and what is the relationship between ‘personalised’ learning and learner autonomy? This chapter explores the journey of personalisation from institutional control to an increased control by the learner. It will look at recent literature in the field before presenting a case study of a current adult education distance learning programme where the learner, the tutor and the learning technologist have all contributed to the development of a ‘personalised’ educational experience. The overall aim of the chapter is to formulate a holistic understanding of the term personalisation. To achieve this, as part of a larger Design Based Research the journey of nine adult learners , their online tutors, and the learning technologists involved has been traced in the development of the programme, in order to analyse the importance of both ‘personalised’ learning and ‘personalised’ teaching in the quest for learner autonomy. The paper will also examine whether the creation of an online ‘place’ can play a meaningful role in the building of a teaching and learning model where the learners increasingly take control and share information. By describing a holistic understanding of personalisation and how this can be articulated through various Web 2.0 tools and activities, the chapter not only highlights the intricate relationship between personalisation and learner autonomy, but also aims to advance the  current understanding of these concepts within the field of e-learning. 

Introduction
Despite current ‘e-learning’ trends towards the ‘personalised learning’ experience, the concept of ‘p-learning’ is still far from reaching maturity.  The rapid development of social networking and mobile technologies make it possible to facilitate the transformation from an education model that is controlled by the institution, to a model that is adaptive to learners’ needs and gives ownership to individuals, using a networking model that is a fluid extension of the wider informal personal space. The learner is at the centre, instrumental in determining his or her unique learning experience.
In the surge towards ‘personalised learning’ and accommodating the needs of the learner, the role that the tutor plays is sometimes forgotten.  Of course tutors are also individuals with personal needs, experiences and knowledge and the idea of ‘personalised teaching’ to facilitate the journey of the learners to autonomy has materialised as every lecturer has a personal approach to the design of online material and to online teaching. 
This chapter will be a case study of the TRIO project, where tutor attitudes to e-teaching and development have ranged from a content heavy approach, through to constructivist activities reliant upon learner autonomy and collaboration.  The project’s Design-based Research has explored the tutor and learner experiences of using Web2.0 technology on a journey of personalisation for the learner and the tutor.  
Personalised Learning: a new trend?
With the onset of the 21st century there has been a dramatic evolution in Information and Communication Technology (ICT). Through the application of Web 2.0 technologies, individuals are finding themselves more able to share information across a huge range of media. In terms of education and particularly online education, this has opened a whole new arena of possibilities.  The rise of technology has also pressurised society in a different way. It has lead to the increasing bureaucratisation of institutions. Foucault mentioned the stifling influence of technological systems on hospitals, prisons and education, while Illich discussed the restriction on freedom, the ‘enclosure of the commons’, the increased policing and surveillance of everyday life (Foucault,1977; Illich, 1992, p.51).  

Research is in progress by a number of educationalists to explore how technology can be used to facilitate an educational model that is less controlled by the institution, and more by the learners (Owen 2006, Siemens 2008, Downes 2006, Oblinger and Oblinger 2005).  Owen et al. (2006, p36) for instance explored several models of knowledge building in which the new Internet developments could be used to create an open and less ‘stifling’ learning environment.  Other educationalists and learning technologists (Arina, 2007, Siemens 2008) saw how the second wave of Internet technologies, Web 2.0, could be instrumental in moving from a hierarchical teaching approach to a globally networked approach. Web 2.0 technologies would facilitate the transformation from an educational model that is structured in courses, controlled by the institution using a ‘broadcasting’ model in an enclosed environment, to becoming a model adaptive to learners’ needs, owned by individuals, while using an aggregation model in a personalised open learning environment, and a fluid extension of the wider informal personal space.  

Learning technologists have over the past few years increasingly argued that technology can facilitate the personalisation of learning.  Personalisation has been mostly defined as adaptation of the learning experience so that learners can increasingly take control of the process, as they are much better placed to know what they know and what they need to know to move on in their own process of learning development. This of course comes at a time when learning theories have moved away from behaviourism towards social constructivism, and even connectivism (Kop and Hill, 2008).
Owen (2008) argues that the push for personalised learning comes partly from political pressure, but in fact is not much different from what has already occurred under the banner of ‘flexible learning’ in the 1980s and 90s. He refers to a paper by Tomlinson and Kilner: ‘Flexible Learning is an approach to the delivery of education and training which emphasises adaptation to the varying learning needs of students and the promoting of their learning autonomy, within a framework of appropriate support’. 

This resonates with the ideas of Illich (1971, p.103) who saw at the heart of the educational revolution the need to diminish the control of educational institutions over human learning.  He argued for the need of people to meet and to freely share their knowledge and resources.  In order for agency and participation to return to the learning experience, Illich (1971, p.2) called for ‘the possible use of technology to create institutions which serve personal, creative and autonomous interaction and the emergence of values which cannot be substantially controlled by technocrats’.  He saw that the alternative to ‘scholastic funnels’ would be true communication webs (Illich 1992). In many ways, today’s concept of ‘Personalised learning’ emerges through this to further support the understanding and accommodation of the many different ways that people learn. In fact, its ethos lends itself entirely to Illich’s thoughts and support of those who learn in different ways and to those who are connected in their own network in their own particular way.

However, although this might now be possible, in reality things are not as progressive as they could be. The development of the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) in many educational institutions has assisted in the depersonalization of learning,  turning teaching into ‘delivery’ (McWilliam & Taylor 1998) and the process of teaching into a transaction consisting of the transmission of information. This process in turn has lead to the rising profile of the learning technologist to the detriment of the teacher who is frequently pushed to the side. 

Web 2.0 Technology and the Changing Role of the Tutor
Developers of e-learning propose that the increasing influence of the Internet and the global online connectedness of people will have implications for educational practice (Siemens, 2008). The role of the tutor is predicted to not only change, but also to possibly disappear entirely as learners move from a learning environment controlled by the tutor and the institution, to an environment where they direct their own learning, find their own information and create knowledge by engaging in networks away from the formal setting. It is envisioned that their personal interests and preferences will be the main drivers for their engagement with others more knowledgeable in their learning, rather than institutional requirements and choices.  Undeniably, this raises concerns about the lack of critical engagement online (Norris 2001),  in fact the temptation of taking the easy route and connecting with like-minded people, rather than more challenging transactions, with experts such as the tutor in a class room, is always a threat. This resonates with the thoughts of critical educators such as Freire and Macedo (1999, p. 48) who emphasised that it was ‘essential that teachers should have a directive role’. In this capacity, teachers would enter into a dialogue ‘as a process of learning and knowing’ with learners, rather than the dialogue being a ‘conversation’ that would remain at the level of ‘the individual’s lived experience’. Freire felt that this capacity for critical engagement was not present if educators were reduced to facilitators, which is the role of the tutor that has been widely accepted in e-learning (Salmon, 2004). 
What tends to be cast aside and forgotten about in online education is the fact that teachers are all very different human beings and in being so, they have a lot to offer learners through their many different teaching styles, approaches, skills and expertise. As Claxton (1990) coined, there are many interesting metaphors for teachers and their different teaching approaches i.e. ‘petrol-pump attendant’, ‘regurgitator, ‘lion-tamer’ , ‘sculptor’, ‘watchmaker’, and ‘gardener’.  Similarly, for an online environment, Siemens (2008, 15-17) collected metaphors such as:  ‘master artist’, ‘network administrator’, ‘concierge’, and ‘curator’. The point here is that the tutor, an expert in a certain subject area has a lot more to offer than expertise. In fact, their role is very dependent upon their personalities, skills, knowledge, level of involvement and preference for particular resources in their teaching etc. In that sense, when we talk about personalisation and building a personalised learning experience, it is almost as crucial to talk about personalised teaching and hence giving the teacher the confidence, opportunities, and space to make their own mark. 
In a connectivist online environment, with an emphasis on informal learning and the possible individual’s choice of engaging with experts outside the class room, there is a danger that this critical, localized and much ‘personalised’ influence could be lost completely.  The interactional experiences, i.e. dialogue between tutor and learner and amongst learners themselves is what leads to a rich and more engaging learning experience. As Gur & Wiley (2007) emphasise: ‘instructional designers [with tutors] need to create structures in which a caring relationship might be enhanced and a dialogue can take place.’  Conversely, if the depersonalization of learning leads to a lowering of critical engagement by tutors, then this, coupled with the diminishing level of control by the institution would most definitely demand a high level of learner autonomy. However, one needs to question the readiness and the inclination of students to take on such high levels of self-sufficiency and ask whether it is appropriate to take the tutor out of the learning triangle just yet. 

The role of the learner – Towards Learner Autonomy
Dron (2007) indicates that learner autonomy is not a particular quality or level of independence in learning that people have, but a relational interplay between contextual and personal factors.  Adult learners make choices about the level of control imposed by others on their learning and Bouchard (2003) identified several factors that are significant for learners to conduct a breakdown of costs and benefits that the particular learning option would bring.  The choice to study through an institution and tutor, independently, or mediated through technology will mean a different level of control being imposed on the learning process by different actors and on different aspects of the learning itself. As Dron (2007) emphasises it is about having a fine balance between the control of an institution and a tutor on the one hand, and the making of independent choices by the learner on the other. He refers to Knowles, Moore, Boud, Schwartz and Laurillard when he argues that the learning process breaks down if learners have more choice than they can handle, or likewise if the tutor imposes too much control on the learning process.  Clearly, an understanding of how people learn is imperative in order to create a good educational experience, and implicit in a sound teaching strategy.  This knowledge will allow tutors to relinquish control if and when appropriate and provide learners with additional choices, without them feeling overwhelmed by uncertainty about the new unknown that there is to be learned. It is of course in the nature of new learning to make people feel insecure and uncomfortable, to cause them to struggle in understanding new concepts, to expose them to vast amounts of information and to encourage them to make choices.  Adult learners are not always independent and confident enough to make their own choice of online experts, find readings and connect communications with their networks and their own online tools (Carroll et al., 2008). However with the support of the ‘confident’ online tutor the learners will be more inclined to build their own confidence and hence be able to take control and become more autonomous learners. The level of tutor presence allowed by the environment design is important and as research by Bouchard indicates, 
‘On-line and other mediated learning environments offer much potential for supporting the development of self-directed learning skills, but alas they can also be powerful deterrents. Realizing that potential – and reducing the deterrent affect – are possible if educational planners consider it an important criterion when making instructional design decisions.’
                                                                             Bouchard (2003, p6)

Online dialogue and the rise in the Power of the Learning technologist
Since Antiquity, communication and dialogue have been seen as the crucial components in the creation of knowledge, but communication technology seems to be changing their nature. Biesta described Dewey’s philosophy of communication, who saw it as the most important aspect in making people what they are: ‘mind, consciousness, thinking, subjectivity, meaning, intelligence, language, rationality, logic, inference and truth- all of these things that philosophers over the centuries have considered to be part of the natural ‘make-up’ of human beings – only come into existence through and as result of communication’. ‘It is because people share in a common activity, that their ideas and emotions are transformed as a result of and in function of the activity in which they participate’. (Biesta, 2006, p7-19). The lack of direct two-way contact in a VLE leads to a number of problems in an educational context as described by Mason and Weller (2001)  and Kop (2006).  In order to turn a VLE into a meaningful place, it needs to become social and for this to begin to happen there has to be some way of registering one’s presence within the virtual environment. The task for educationalists therefore is to move away from using a VLE primarily as a space which holds content and re-envisage it as a community; to create a place where dialogue can take place and all interactions and content can be easily seen, accessed, followed and engaged with.  

The learning technologist is instrumental in this development.  He or she is aware of the power of technology to create a place, and has all the building blocks with the emergence of Web2.0 technologies to help educators in the creation of a dialogic model. The VLE so far has not always accommodated the tutor, who traditionally was the main catalyst in the learning process, and who on a VLE is pushed into playing a diminished role in the development of the learning experience. Although the tutor is the expert in the subject area, and is the person who researches and produces the raw teaching material, it is the learning technologist who brings it to life; who knows the full potential of the available digital tools and in possessing that knowledge, knows not only the most appropriate tool for the task at hand but also the tool that could carry the material to a new experiential level.  

In attempting to break these barriers, educational institutes are actively promoting communications between tutors and learning technologists; however,  the question remains how much of the intended ‘learning experience’  will  effectively be translated? Would learning be more successful if the tutors themselves had full command of the digital tools? As Siemens states (2008, p.18) ‘it is not realistic to expect subject experts to be well-versed in different technologies, pedagogies and open course sources.  The critical role of the instructional designer is to be an educator to educators.’ For many online learning environments it is true that without the learning technologist the average tutor would be lost and the online learning experience would be static. 

Woodward et al. (2008) argue that in order to achieve true learner autonomy a system needs to be in place that allows for personalised learning as well as personalised teaching: a ‘Place’ where the tutor, the learner and the learning technologist can productively work together towards the development of effective learning experiences. In securing this ‘Place’, the learning technologist has the right environment to then work with the tutors to build their confidence and hence enable them to take the leading role in the development of their own online programme. As the cycle permits, a ‘confident’ tutor is then in a better position to encourage learners to be creative, to interact and create an identity that will allow them to become autonomous learners.

Research Methods 
This case study of a particular approach to creating a Third Place in an online educational context is part of a larger Design Based Research Project that incorporates issues of Third Place (Carroll et al., 2008) and tutor presence (Woodward et al., 2008).  For this part of the research we will draw on semi-structured interviews with three of the tutors, two developers, and 9 students at different stages of the programme, together with analysis of the activities and interaction on the learning place, in particular in the personal online journals and video casts. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded and analysed using standard content analysis techniques.  The coding of data was done by grouping it into themes categorised as: community (place), tutor presence and learner autonomy.
The journey towards personalisation on the TRIO project

The TRIO project, Technology, Research and Innovation, is an online programme for people who are ‘under-employed’ in Small and Medium Enterprises, social enterprise and the voluntary sector in South Wales. It was initiated by the Department of Adult Continuing Education at Swansea University and is a Higher Education level 1 course. The aim of TRIO was to design and build an online ‘place’ where this concept of personalisation could be harnessed and where tutors would have the confidence to support students in becoming autonomous learners. To achieve this the TRIO development team carefully set up a curriculum and various activities to promote the idea of personalisation and to facilitate independent learning in students while using the Internet.  The choice and order of the modules i.e. ‘Information Literacy and Critical Thinking’, ‘Reflection, Innovation and Creativity’, and ‘Understanding Action Research’ also played an important role in encouraging students to become independent and confident in straying away from the path set out by the online tutor. 

Building a Tutor Presence 
The learning technologists on the TRIO programme worked together to design a ‘Place’ where tutors could feel at home and in doing so explore their own teaching styles and approaches online (Carroll et al. 2008). Initially, this was no easy task as the majority of tutors had very basic IT skills and lacked the confidence and motivation to pursue their own voice through the digital medium. By the time the fourth module of the programme ‘Understanding Action Research’ came round, the learning technologists realised that they would need to revise the approach that they had adopted in the previous modules. After analysing the learners’ experiences, the research showed the need for developers to ‘proactively’ step back and support the two tutors on this module from behind the curtains. Hence, from the start of module 4, the learning technologist really pushed the tutors to develop their own sense of presence on the programme; to do this they negotiated with tutors a plan that would best harness the tutors’ own very individual personalities and ways of teaching. One of the tutors was a very charismatic character who used humour in his face to face classes to engage the students in learning; the other tutor was less confident, more serious and at times shyer in her teaching approaches. Being an interesting combination of styles, it was decided to try and capture Tutor 1’s natural sense of humour online and use  the other slightly more serious tutor to ground the humour or act as a safety net if the humour failed to engage the students. 
To explore this, video was called upon to not only tease out the tutors’ individual characters but also, in doing so, to inform learners of the subject area and to give them feedback. 

‘First I must say, that I did enjoyed the introduction to action research by Tutor 1.  Just seemed really nice and friendly.’ Participant 1

‘I enjoyed the style of the video - as it was done in an informal 'chat' style to each other… it was easier to watch and digest. I felt like a fly on the wall - Great!’  Participant 4

‘Tutor 1 ‘s video - How I wish this had been the first thing to see in the quality section. It has made it much easier to understand.’ Participant 3

The findings show that the use of video has proved a powerful tool in building up an engaging TRIO place where students could feel at ease and enjoy their learning experience. Video not only  offered a multi sensory approach to knowledge sharing, reflection and communication of ideas but it has also boosted both of the  tutors’ confidence and in doing so enhanced the working relationship between tutors and students. This is evident in some of the discussion activities, where through the videos students have become quite familiar with the tutors and as a result are seen to be comfortable replying  to the tutor’s questions through different media including video. The students have the choice to use a range of different media ; they can personalise their own learning experience in whichever way they wish.  In light of the previous TRIO modules, this use of video has proved quite a breakthrough demonstrating that students have had the confidence to take control, have broken the monologue fashion of the previous modules and are interacting with tutors in ways that they think are more effective. 

A sense of Community
To encourage personalisation further, the tutors were encouraged to step back and allow students to make connections for themselves. On one particular occasion students were given a list of informative online articles during the initial stages of the ‘Understanding Action Research’ module to encourage them to build up a thorough understanding of the subject area. They were instructed to choose articles they felt they needed to read - some or all - in order to build up their own understanding of Action Research. Unlike the use of video, this infusion of personalisation didn’t work and a few students panicked; they read everything, they suffered information overload and then had difficulty understanding the subject. To counteract this negative and disheartened feeling amongst the students, the tutors were then encouraged to increase their presence in the chat rooms and the private journals and in doing so to build a sense of community and support for the students.  They also produced a very personal video.  As a result, new and interesting things started to happen in the chat room. Tutor 1 described the experience as ‘amazing’, and the chat room as a ‘powerful arena’. During module 4, five chat sessions were arranged and from the recordings of these it is clear that they proved successful places for the tutors to be themselves while openly, honestly, critically and productively supporting their learners. The students and tutors are very comfortable with one another in the chat room and are building their own relationships within their learning community. The data showed a community of learners and tutors who at the start of the module did not know one another, but by the end were on nick name terms. What is interesting here, is how each tutor and student has developed their own voice (see below) 

19:29 Tutor 2:         Are you finding all that evaluating useful Participant 2? 
                                What's been best method?... 

19:29 Tutor 1:         Thanks Participant 5 - yes - talking is really useful…
 
19:30 Participant 4: Tutor 1: my brain feels like the M25 at rush hour - this  
                                 is  brilliant!... 

19:30 Tutor 2:          Participant 4 and Tutor 1 - critical thinking! Getting 
                                 Info from as many sources as possible… 

Also in the private journal (the Moodle blog), students were encouraged to reflect on their experiences. For module 4,  a strong emphasis was placed on the potential of this tool in developing a one to one relationship with the students (i.e. tutors giving feedback to the student about their entries) as well as reflecting on their own experiences (i.e. each tutor had their own private journal). From the comments posted, it is evident that the journal also proved successful in creating a strong sense of tutor presence and in doing so, enhancing the students’ understanding of the material and learning.

‘Just wanted to say, journal that it is great that Tutor1s' feedback to the students is so comprehensive so far … helps me understand the subject so much more richly… Thanks for all your feedback - it helps a lot.’ Participant 4
‘Putting things down in a diary, can also help to clarify things and get you motivated.’ Participant 2
‘Tutor 1 - Thanks for the recent feedback. I'm really heartened by your comments … I'd like to say that I really enjoyed this module, your openness and positive support. Thanks/Diolch!’  Participant 3
In tutor 2’s own private journal, we can begin to see the tutors’ own growing confidence…

Private journal – start date Tuesday 29th April. … Looking forward to communicating with people - curious as to how this is going to evolve.  
Friday 2nd May I feel like the new girl as the learners are all familiar with the way it all works - I really want to be the best 'tutor' and facilitator of this leaning that I can and feel a bit (only a bit) anxious… 
Saturday night - 17th May… Jotted down a few questions and comments to discuss with tutor 1 and the learning technologist. And ideas for next discussions… Am so interested and even a little excited by this "learning" - the students and mine. 
Tuesday May 27th…I am becoming more involved and finding it very interesting - the questions, comments and general level of the postings is good - I sense that learners are understanding and learning. 
Encouraging Learner Autonomy
As the module progressed, both tutors grew in confidence and the learning technologist, as planned, could ease off a little and leave the tutors to take more control. However, to reach this stage, the learning technologist has had to work hard to support and guide the tutors. Tutor 1 acknowledges, the interaction between the tutors and the  learning technologist has been central in raising his awareness of the strengths of the technologies  He goes on to say in his own journal entries:

‘… my appreciation of new methods (online) has been little short of a revelation (especially the chats, but also the forums/journals) and, from a teacher perspective - the dynamism that reinforces my view that learning is fun and exciting and not just about remembering stuff.’ Tutor 1

In acknowledging that both tutors have developed in confidence and have started to put their own stamp on the programme, the next question to ask is whether the students themselves benefited from this personalisation and grew in confidence to become autonomous learners and to have effective learning experiences. From the Private Journal reflections, it is evident that students were developing as autonomous learners.


In comparison with the previous modules, there are strong correlations between the tutors’ presence on the programme and the students’ engagement and enjoyment. In fact, the more active and responsive the tutors were the more engaged and creative students became. As research by Picard et al (2004) has demonstrated, ‘a slight positive mood does not just make you feel a little better but also induces a different kind of thinking, characterised by a tendency toward greater creativity and flexibility in problem solving, as well as more efficiency and thoroughness in decision making’. From the contributions and postings on module 4, it is very clear that students were delving deep within themselves and their interests to make sense of and get their heads around action research.


In doing so, they are showing creativity and flexibility in their problem solving. 
The tutor’s  ‘presence’ also has supported students to move from this…

‘I am struggling a bit with this module as I am reading too many different articles and neither are giving me a better understanding of visualising action research...’ participant 3

to become a more confident and motivated learner, able to make his own decisions and to take control of his own learning while personalising his learning…

‘It was difficult to know which entries to choose to read in the links provided after McNiff‘s, as there were so many different reports and readings to choose from… I am using McNiff as the trunk of my current learning ‘tree’ and have read through the subsequent links too, in order to gain additional knowledge on the same subject, as they seem to form the same conclusions (I can learn little ‘extras’ from each one).’ Participant 1





The aim of this chapter has been to formulate a holistic understanding of what we mean by the term ‘personalisation’ in reference to e-learning.  

The TRIO development team worked to design and build a TRIO VLE which was more than just a space to store lectures and word documents but instead, a ‘place’ that held meaning for the learners, a place where they could meet, share, interact and build relationships.  Physical setting, activities and meanings are three components which have been noted to promote a sense of place (Relph, 1976). Aware of these from the onset of the project, the TRIO development team were very responsive to the concept of place and what it might add to the TRIO learning experience.  By designing a TRIO place that contains relevant meanings, activities and physical connotations, tutors were encouraged to  play an active role in encouraging the students to be proactive and autonomous in their own learning. Discussion forum entries, chat room entries, use of video, private journals and wikis were analysed to identify whether engaging multi-sensual experiences and web2.0 technologies could create a relaxed and inspiring place for tutors to be present and supportive to students.
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